A b s t r a c t. Confucianism has been a leading Chinese philosophical and ethical tradition for a long time. Not just Confucius himself but also Mencius and Xunzi contributed to its development over the centuries. In this paper the principal ethical notions of Confucianism-junzi, dao, ren and li -are characterized in their rich essence and unique context. Though ostensibly having much in common, those concepts can be paralleled to the Western ones only with difficulty and to a limited extent.
Among the philosophical systems of Chinese antiquity, Confucianism appears to be the most common one, permanently shaping mentality and customs of many societies.
1 Despite many years of efforts to introduce atheism to Chinese society in the 20 th century and despite attempts to eradicate Confucian values and norms of life, Confucian system has, to some extent, remained present as a philosophy of thinking and ethics of acting. , who gave name and started this system, lived in the final stage of the restless Spring and Autumn period (8 th -5 th century BC), during the reign of the Zhou dynasty.
2 He was a teacher and educator, a philosopher and publisher. He was also engaged in politics, performing the function of the Minister of Crime. He was familiar with music and poetry. Confucius Analects: New Essays, It is also worth mentioning that more recent development and changes in this philosophical ethics and social thought are usually considered neo-Confucianism, and they refer to the period from the 8 th to the beginning of the 20 th century AD. Despite the similarities of at least some terms, concepts and ethical norms of the Confucian and Western thought, one must be aware of the significant differences in understanding these realities. In this sense, the notions of Western philosophy and ethics can be used only to a limited extent and with caution to explain and describe Chinese concepts. This confirms the important principle that terms, concepts and problems should be understood in the context of their relevant tradition. In the case of Confucianism, it is important to assume that this tradition has its base in moral psychology. Therefore, the similarity between Confucianism and Western ethics in terms of the notion of virtue, which is particularly important in ethics, is limited. For example, human nature is seen in its fullness only when it is governed by practicing the virtues understood in a Confucian way and when it is managed in social relations by rules understood also in a Confucian way. Alasdair MacIntyre emphasized that in fact Confucianism cannot be reconciled with Western concepts of virtue ethics, Western deontology or utilitarianism. This obviously does not exclude the need for reflection and dialogue between different traditions, but a lot of caution and attention is required. For instance, Western concept of rights might be an important concept for social rules in Confucian tradition, but both their content and justification will be specific to this tradition.
7 Also, we cannot omit the fact that Chinese ethics as such does not present an elaborate and finite or complete system. Its issues and norms should be read from its holistic statements, usually written in a very metaphorical and ambiguous language, for example, in the form of questions and answers in a dialogue between a student and a master. [203] [204] [205] [206] [207] [208] [209] [210] [211] [212] [213] [214] [215] [216] [217] [218] . At the same time, it must be remembered that from the point of view of Confucianism, the notion of rights is often rejected as a foreign problem and incompatible with the Chinese culture.
8 "In the case of Wang Yang-ming, for example, one need work (one needs to work) through the entire labyrinth of his recorded dialogues, letters and poetry to arrive at an understanding of his very organic philosophy." J. CHING, "Chinese Ethics and Kant," Philosophy East and West 28 (1978), 2: 170.
Confucian understanding of moral issues is practical. This can be seen many times in the Analects, where Confucius gives particular, practical answers, frequently related to relationships within family, especially between father and son. At the same time, a few specific terms that are fundamental to this ethical concept should be taken into account. These include junzi (chun tzu) dao (tao) and ren (yen), and in a slightly different sense li. At the core of the Confucian vision there is always a belief in the basic precedence of morality-a political order depends on a social order and the latter has its source in human self-perfection. Ethical character of social rules and a political shape of the state are visible here. When one strives for perfection by cleansing one's heart, it leads first to order in the family, which, in turn, contributes to social order, resulting in peace and happiness of the entire kingdom.
9 There is no division into private and public sphere in Confucianism. The same principles of moral behaviour apply first to the family, and then to the entire society understood by Confucius as a large family. Just like the family is managed by the father, the society (kingdom) is governed by the ruler. When the ruler becomes junzi, his bearing, which is worth imitating and following, will be beneficial to all his subjects. There is therefore no room for individually understood rights and self-improvement for one's sake, because morality is about performing one's role in society as a son, brother, father, and later as a ruler or ruler's subject. 10 
Junzi
In the centre of Confucian understanding of ethics there is the moral character of man and (good) features of his character, i.e. his virtues, which are expressed by the term junzi. Originally, the word referred to the "son of a prince," which, according to Confucian thought, indicated an ethically no-9 "Their hearts being rectified, their persons were cultivated. Their persons being cultivated, their families were regulated. Their families being regulated, their States were rightly governed. Their States being rightly governed, the whole kingdom was tranquil and happy." Quote from The Great Learning in: D. ble or exemplary person (hence junzi is usually translated into English as gentleman). The notion's main features include filial devotion, willingness to preserve traditional forms of behaviour, as well as the ability to pass moral judgment and to distinguish good from evil in a specific situation. Only a gentleman is able to choose social (civic) good against his own desire, and behave in a just and righteous way. Such a man is experienced in righteousness and does not act for his own profit. He is cheerful and peaceful. He loves others, and he is always free from fears and worries, because he does not feel guilty thanks to his righteousness.
11 Because external behaviour should be consistent with the internal attitude, gentleman will be a model of proper behaviour when behind his external gestures, showing respect for others, there will be accordant moral attitude. 
Dao
To a large extent, similarly to the ancient Greek conviction of the human pursuit of happiness, in Confucian ethics dao has a significant meaning, but in many aspects it is understood in a different way than in Daoism. This rich notion contains the belief that there is a way which man should follow undeterred in his life.
13 It is also often described as mother, because dao gives birth to (all) things, and so everything in its existence depends on dao. Dao contains the whole truth not only about the universe, but about human nature. Hence, there is a requirement to always act in accordance with dao, i.e. according to the requirements of humanity (humanism). By analogy to the (Western) concept of truth, knowledge and achievement of dao is made through learning, study and self-improvement. That is why, according to Confucianism, Daoist calling for abandoning learning and following undetermined spontaneity would be destructive for man and the entire socjety. 14 The way is described at the same time in a very practical way, not in a theoretical or mystical manner. It is also close to the concept of reciprocity because it requires one to put oneself in another's place and to act as one would want others to act towards him or her. Therefore, dao is an ethical guide through life.
15 Importance of dao is always significant, because even in the face of death it boosts kind of self-confidence and contentment in a virtuous man. 
Ren
Ren is another notion that takes central place in the ethical vision of Confucianism. It can be considered as unifying and inclusive concept, which is indicated by the numerous statements of Confucius in the Analects. Ren contains the highest moral ideal, which most often has been described as "virtue," but also "humanity" (humanism), "care," "compassion" or "benevolence."
17 Like with other Confucian terms, it is difficult to find one equivalent for ren in Western ethics. In any case, ren was subject to semantic changes in the development of the Confucian ideas, for example, when 17 "Anyone who is adequately conversant with the Analects cannot help but be impressed by the centrality of ren in Kongzi's ethical teachings. Kongzi declares that once we set our hearts on ren, we will be free from immorality (Analects 4.4)." S. LUO, "A Defense of Ren-Based Interpretation of Early Confucian Ethics," 124. Cf. R.L. LITTLEJOHN, Confucianism: An Introduction, 28-30.
Confucius' thought was developed by Mencius. Due to the central importance of ren, Confucianism is sometimes called "philosophy of ren." In the Analects, Confucius mentions ren more than a hundred times, but does not provide its definition. However, it is possible to see at least a twofold distinction of ren: as a virtue and as a feeling (especially of sympathy). When ren as a virtue denotes a person who is morally perfect or good, ren as a feeling points to the affective aspect of caring for others or compassion, especially-as written by Mencius-in the face of the suffering of others. In fact, ren is a whole, for a man with ren as a virtue cannot be deprived of a heart, which is sensitive to others. 18 From the point of view of personal ethics, ren covers ethically mature humanity, while from the point of view of official authority and government, ren most frequently involves benevolence or generosity, which, however, is a certain reductionism. Because ordinary people are often unable to take care of the entirety of their development and good life, the role of the ruler is to provide them with protection and support in physical life and even in moral upbringing. 19 For Confucius, ren contains the highest ethical perfection which a man is able to achieve. Consequently, in the Analects, ren is sometimes identified with junzi. This is not about a single virtue, but rather about all the virtues together (goodness). In the same texts of Confucius, however, ren is about a particular virtue of concern for others, which then can be attributed the meaning of benevolence. 20 Like in the whole Confucian ethics, the family is the place where ren finds its expression and where man learns to live in a way that will be then transferred to relations outside the family. It is filial piety of a son to a father and a fraternal relationship between the siblings that can be called the root of ren. In the primary sense ren refers to inter-human relations, especially family ones, but sometimes Confucius says that "ren can be expressed also through a harmonious relationship between human beings and nature." 21 This attitude (virtue) contains in itself a call to cross the borders, first the borders of one's own family, and to go out to others, to all people, and, ultimately, even to the entire nature. In this sense, ren, due to the lack of any restrictions, connects people both vertically (son with father and ancestors) and horizontally (the relationship between siblings and then with other people).
22
Some authors see in ren certain affinity with Kant's categorical imperative, distinguishing, of course, between Western rationalism and an empirical-intuitive approach of Confucian ethics. Confucius and Mencius, as well as Kant, attributed to everyone the freedom of choice on the way to obtain (accomplish) ren, which is why everyone is responsible for their moral development. However, this is not arbitrary, since everyone is obliged to ren, i.e. kindness, compassion or love, towards other people. For every person has in oneself (in the heart and mind) moral character received from Heaven, which distinguishes him from animals. Developing ren in themselves and recognizing it in others, man pursues ren and becomes junzi. It is possible to recognize the equivalent of the Western notion of dignity here, which is vested in every human person and which demands that everyone should be treated as an end goal and not as a means. Recognition of this particular value in oneself and in others in the Kantian vision takes place on the rational path, whereas in Confucianism, especially in Mencius, it happens through experience and affection (compassion).
As claimed by Confucius alone, practicing li efficiently leads to the achievement of ren, so moral perfection expressed in the efficiencies and attitudes permanently present in human life. Also, a person who has already achieved ren must practice performing li, just like an accomplished musician must constantly practice playing an instrument. In this sense, ren is an end the goal, and li a means to this goal. 24 It is important that performing appropriate rituals be accompanied by internal conviction, because their repetition alone will not lead one to achieving moral perfection. One must, therefore, keep both the form and the spirit of the rituals so that they lead to an authentic spiritual transformation. 25 Confucius adopted rituals and ceremonies that had already existed in Chinese society and which were shaped during the early Zhou dynasty, ruling from the 12 th /11 th century BC. These rituals shaped multiple social, family and non-family relationships in a particular permanent way. The main principle guiding these rituals called for respect and obedience to those who were higher in the structure of society (e.g. a lord or an emperor), as well as to a filial obedience of parents, to respect family elders and to maintain the distinction between men and women. According to Confucius, these rules constitute the basis of human life and should never change, while other less important social customs are subject to changes. Without these rules people would not be able to distinguish a ruler from a subject, the old from the young, a woman from a man or a father from a son. They also guard the necessary intimacy and healthy distance in interpersonal relations.
26 This Confucian vision of rituals and customs is not reduced to rules of external behaviour, but belongs to the personal ideal, which is ren. Thanks to the necessary dependence of li on ren, multiple relations of superiority and subjection re-24 S. LUO, "A Defense of Ren-Based Interpretation of Early Confucian Ethics," 127-129. There is a dispute among the interpreters of Confucianism over the primacy of ren before li and the other way around.
25 P.J. IVANHOE, "The Values of Spontaneity," in: Taking Confucian Ethics Seriously, 189-190. "For Confucius, observing the rites was a way to develop humaneness (ren). […] [D]isciplining oneself by the rites will bring spiritual transformation. Observing the rites is not merely about the superficial, such as giving gifts of jade and silk or about when to play the bells and drums; it was about changing one's inner being in a fundamental sense." R.L. LITTLEJOHN, Confucianism: An Introduction, 27. 26 "The Book of Rituals says that whereas many social conventions and norms can and should change, these basic principles of human relationship should never change. These principles were endorsed by Confucius, as well as by Mencius, Xunzi, and the later generations of Confucians". J. CHAN, "Confucian Attitudes toward Ethical Pluralism," in: Confucian Political Ethics, 116.
